Introduction
One of Revelation's many cruces interpretum concerns the book's brief and unspecific statements about the violent deaths of Jesus followers. 1 The circumstances of the persecution that may have led to these deaths remain largely unknown.
Scholars have even argued that most of these passages do not refer to oppression by political or economic institutions in Roman Asia in John the prophet's past or present.
The passages merely show that John perceived his group as being in conflict with these institutions and that, consequently, he anticipated persecutions in the future. 2 From a tradition-historical perspective, most of the passages, at least, suggest a context of persecution. The vision about the two beasts in chapter 13 evidently builds on the famous deliverance story of Daniel's three companions in Daniel 3, suggesting an analogous situation for Daniel's companions and Jesus followers. 3 The vocabulary 4 in the first centuries. At first glance, Josephus' eagle passages and the hints to persecution in Revelation appear very different, but a closer look may reveal intriguing similarities. The destruction of Herod's eagle concerns a famous case of civil disobedience, but Josephus' reports correspond in narrative form and content to accounts of martyrdom. The eagle episode also shows how a clash between the authorities of God and the ruler creates a perceived crisis for the believers.
Consequently, this could lead to rebellious acts and the execution of the perpetrators, which may put the lack of references to persecution situations in a new light. In addition, Josephus' reports are chronologically close to Revelation, being probably not more than a few decades older than John the prophet's work. 7 Successively my contribution will offer an introduction to the eagle episodes in The Jewish War and
The Jewish Antiquities, a translation of the version in the Antiquities, discussions of the symbolic meaning of the eagle as well as the perpetrators' motivations for its demolition, and a conclusion that briefly determines the relevance of the episode for the interpretation of Revelation's persecution passages.
2. Josephus' Golden Eagle episode (B.J. 1. 648-55; 2.5-7; A.J. 17.148-64) There are two versions of the destruction of the golden eagle episode in Josephus: B.J.
1.648-55 with 2.5-7 and A.J. 17.148-64. The narrative context of the larger eagle section, The Jewish War 1.431-673, focuses upon the disastrous history of Herod's family including the execution of Mariamme's sons Alexander and Aristoboulos as 7 For surveys of the dates of Revelation and Josephus' works see Aune, Revelation, vol. 1, and P. Bilde, Flavius Josephus between Jerusalem and Rome: His Life, his Works and their Importance (JSPSup 2; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1988) . 79; 103-6; 113. 5 well as Antipater. 8 The parallel narrative in Antiquities 16 and 17 intermingles the events of Herod's rule with the history of his family. Yet, the immediate context of the golden eagle episode is rather similar in both works. Josephus situates the destruction of the golden eagle on top of the entrance to the temple's sanctuary at the end of Herod's life, when he had become seriously ill (B.J. 1.645, 647, 656-8; A.J. 17.146-7, 168-173) . 9 In fact, Herod didn't recover from this illness and died soon afterwards. Both narratives refer to Herod's seventieth year (B.J. 1.647: "for he was about seventy;" A.J. 17.148: "for he was around his seventieth year"). 10 Josephus' casual remark in War 1.656 that "the inspired persons" (tou_j e0piqeia/zontaj) considered this illness to be his punishment for the execution of the sages who instigated the destruction of the eagle, is missing in the Antiquities. Here, however, the sages themselves suggest, in their encouragement of the youths, that Herod suffered more than other humans because of his construction works that violated the ancestral laws (17.150). The chain of events between the eagle incident and Herod's death is basically the same in both works (B.J. 1. 656-673; A.J. 17.164-199) , 11 and the 8 The composition of The Jewish War highlights Herod's misfortune in the context of the disastrous fate of his sons (B.J. 1.622, 646-647, 665; A.J. 17.94-95) . 9 Cf. no/soj in B.J. 1.649, 654, 656; A.J. 17.146, 150 (twice) , 168. 659-660, 666; A.J. 17.173b-181, 193) -Letter from Caesar about the execution of Acme and the verdict for Antipater (B.J. 1.661; A.J.
17.182-183)
-Herod's suicide attempt and Antipater's execution (B.J. 1.662-664; A.J. 17.183-187) 6 golden eagle episode concerns Herod's last public performance in both narratives.
Josephus offers a precise date for the demolition of the eagle, because A. J. 17.167 informs us that there was an eclipse of the moon in the night after the youngsters were burned. This eclipse has been calculated for March 12-13 4 B.C.E. 12 2.1. Translation of Josephus, Because he had given up hope of recovering--for he was around his seventieth year--, he became enraged and handled everything 13 with pure anger and bitterness.
The reason was his conviction that he was despised and that the (Jewish) people took pleasure in his misfortune, especially because some of the more highly respected persons among the people rebelled against him for the following reason. (149) Judas, the son of Sariphaeus, and Mattathias, the son of Margalothus, were the most erudite interpreters of the ancestral laws among the Jews, unequalled to any others, and much beloved by the people as well because of their educating the young. All who were pursuing the acquisition of virtue spent day after day with them. (150) When these (interpreters) found out that there was no remedy to cure the king's illness, they stirred up the young--because of all the constructions carried out by the king contrary to ancestral law--to knock these down and carry away prizes for their piety in accordance with the laws. For, all these disasters, which he experienced to a larger -Herod's final testament (B.J. 1.664; A.J. 17.188-190) -Herod's death and funeral (B.J. 1. 665-673; A.J. 17.191-199) .
12 Michel and Bauernfeind, Flavius Josephus, vol. 1, 426; Schalit, König Herodes, 638 13 Perhaps "everyone" with Hudson's conjecture, see B. Niese, Flavii Iosephi Opera edidit et apparatv critico instrvxit, 7 vols, (Berlin: Weidmann: 1885 -1895 7 degree than humans customary do, certainly happened to him because of his boldness 14 in constructing these things against the law's prohibition. This was especially true of his illness. (151) For, Herod had been engaged in certain projects that were contrary to the law, because of which, in fact, Judas and Matthias with their followers brought accusations against him. For, the king had constructed on top of the sanctuary's great entrance an ornament and a costly one indeed, namely a great golden eagle. But the law forbids those who intend to live in accordance with it to engage in the construction of statues as well as to become involved in setting up images of any living creatures in public. (152) Therefore, the sages ordered (them) to tear down the eagle. For, (they said), even if they ran the risk of getting the death penalty that would be reserved for them, the virtue gained by death would appear much more beneficial than the pleasure of life for those about to die for the safety and the preservation of their ancestral customs. For, they would arrange an eternal glory of receiving praise: they would leave behind their lives as an ever-lasting memory for being praised by both those who are now alive and by people in the future. (153) Moreover, even for those who live without taking risks the misfortune is unavoidable, with the result that it is noble for those who strive for virtue to depart from life with praise and honor by accepting their 15 death sentence. (154) For, death with an eye on a noble cause, of which the suitor is danger, brings great comfort. And, at the same time, it secures for their sons and all other relatives who survive, men and women, for them too it secures a benefit of glory that comes from them. (155) With such words, they stirred up the youngsters. And when a rumor reached them saying that the king had died, the sages also supported this. At midday, they climbed up, pulled the eagle 8 down and cut it to pieces with axes while many were lingering in the temple. (156) Because the attempt was reported to him, the king's commander suspected that their true intention was of greater significance than what they (actually) succeeded in doing. He arrived with a large force, sufficient to withstand the crowd that was attempting to destroy the ornament. He attacked them when they did not expect it. As a crowd loves to do, they had undertaken this bold act more out of a whimsical idea than by cautious foresight, disorganized and without anticipation of anything that would help them. (157) He captured no less than forty of the youngsters, who persevered courageously during his attack, while the rest of the crowd started to flee.
He also caught the instigators of the bold act, Judas and Mathias, who considered it shameful to flee his onslaught. Next, he brought them before the king. (158) When they came before the king and he asked whether they had been so bold to pull down his ornament, they said: "Yes, our thoughts have been thought through and what we did was done with excellence which is most suitable for men. For, we have assisted in a cause, which was entrusted to us because the divinity deemed us worthy, and which was (159) taken care of in obedience to the law. It is not at all surprising if we consider the preservation of the laws, which Moses left behind in writing, following the council and the instruction of the divinity, to be more important than your decrees.
We will gladly endure death and every punishment you lay upon us, for it is not because of unrighteous deeds but out of love of piety that we are bound to have thorough knowledge of what living with it means. (160) And they all said these things, and the boldness of their speech was in no way inferior to the confidence they had when they did not refrain from carrying out their action. And the king had them bound and sent them off to Jericho. He summoned the Jewish leading authorities, and (161) when they arrived, convened an assembly in the amphitheatre. Then, while he 9 was lying down on a couch because of his incapacity to stand, he enumerated all of his benefactions 16 that had taken place concerning them, (162) namely the great cost that he provided for the construction of the temple, while the descendants of Hasmonaeus had not been able to arrange such a magnificent thing in God's honor in the hundred and twenty-five years they ruled; (163) he also had adorned it with remarkable ornaments by which he had come to hope that he had left a memorial to himself and that after his death a favorable reputation would be left. Finally, he began to shout that not only had they not abstained from acting outrageously against him while he was still alive, but also that because of their outrageous action during daylight and for the whole crowd to see they had taken hold of what had been erected by him and had destroyed it by their outrageous behavior. They pretended this was directed against him, but in fact, should someone examine what had happened, they were committing sacrilege. (164) But because of his cruelty and their fear that in his outrage he would even exact vengeance on them, those present said that these things had been done without their approval, but also that it seemed to them that they should not go unpunished. So he acted to these others rather indulgently. But he relieved Mathias from his office as high priest on the ground that he had been partly responsible for these things, and appointed his wife's brother Joazar as high priest.
Composition and content
The composition of Jewish Antiquities 17.148-164 can be summarized as follows: with the arrest of forty perpetrators as well as the two instigators, Judas and Matthias.
The remark in the margin that associates these law-abiding 'rebels' with the stupid behavior of a crowd in 156 deconstructs their rather positive image elsewhere in the story (below). The arrest leads up to a brief trial scene (158-160) including a dialogue 12 between Herod and the anonymous perpetrators that focuses almost entirely on the response of the perpetrators. 20 The boys confess their deed, 21 elaborately explaining it in a way that recalls the Maccabaean martyrs' refusal to give in to Antiochus IV. 22
They explain to Herod that their deed was ordered by God and that God's laws overruled the king's decrees.
The assembly that follows the interrogation was held in the theatre in Jericho, or perhaps the amphitheatre (160-164). 23 During this, Herod in his anger points out the uniqueness of his temple restoration project and accuses those arrested of having committed sacrilege. The concluding paragraph (164) 
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character. The participants in the assembly 24 clearly disconnect themselves from the perpetrators out of fear of being executed as well. They get away with this, but the high priest Matthias was replaced because he was suspected of being a member of the rebellious group.
Opposition of ruler and 'rebels'
The Antiquities narrative of the episode consistently presents a tyrannical Herod and the two sages with their youthful followers as each other's opposites. It could be that death. 31 Furthermore, Josephus' own comments in his report of the king's death (17.190-192) include the following sentence: "He was a cruel man for everybody alike (w)mo\j ei0j pa/ntaj o9moi/wj), being smaller than his anger and bigger than his justice, though he was gifted with a good fortune, which was better than anybody else's (17.191) ."
Another motif that links the eagle story to martyrdom is Herod's suspicion (tou= te ga_r qei/ou th=| a0ciw&sei pepisteume/na, 158). Herod's tyrannical behavior results in bold transgressions of the Jewish laws: "… For, it certainly was because of his boldness (to/lma) to construct these things against the law's prohibition …" (17.150). In fact, Herod, the sages, and their group are also contrasted with each other in their attitude towards the ancestral laws. In their statement to Herod in the interrogation the youths say: "It is not at all surprising if we consider the preservation of the laws, which Moses has left behind in writing after the council, and the instruction of the divinity to be more important than your decrees." The opposition of Herod and the sages with their followers, therefore, appears to be an important narrative thread. Yet, in the margin Josephus seems to deconstruct this presentation of the antagonists with small remarks. The sages and the perpetrators are both held responsible for a bold act, at least from the perspective of the king's 40 In the parallel narrative in The Jewish War the youths explicitly refer to o9 patri/oj nomo/j: "First [the king] asked whether they had dared to cut down the golden eagle. They admitted to it. When (he asked) who it was who ordered this, they responded that their ancestral law (did something set up in a temple as a votive-offering or an ornament. 45 The eagle as a votive-offering is highly improbable in a Jewish context. It is also improbable that the eagle was just for decoration, because it was located at a prominent place and was a well-known symbol of power in various contexts, not only in the Greco-Roman 
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the Arabic peninsula. 47 The eagle was an important astral and solar symbol in the Ancient Near East, 48 and visual traditions of this eagle symbolism have been incorporated in Jewish art. In Late Antiquity, Jews in the Galilee and the Golan must have been familiar, for example, with eagles as decoration on the lintel above synagogue entrances or on Torah shrines or arches. 49 Next to the table stood two stone pairs of lions. 53 We can only speculate about the In Roman contexts, the eagle could symbolize the highest god, Jupiter-Zeus, and express in this capacity Jupiter's role as protector of the army. This function forms the background for the eagle on the Roman standards. 64 The eagle's function as symbol of the supreme god or the ruler in which the deity's power could become manifest may explain the presence of the eagle on the ceremonial dress of consuls at their inauguration or the gala dress of emperors. 65 A gold coin from 27 B.C.E.
indicates Augustus' new status after his victory at Actium. The reverse of this coin shows the eagle of Jupiter with Augustus' oak-wreath crown in its talons, and two laurel-branches behind it. 66 The Herodians clearly had no difficulty in minting coins with their own portrait and/or animal images and, in fact, one type of Herod the Great's undated coins depicts a standing eagle on its reverse. The obverse has a single cornucopia and an inscription referring to King Herod (BASIL/HRW [D] ). 67 It is certainly possible that the eagle functioned as a symbol of Herod's loyalty to Rome although one wonders how many Romans may have seen the eagle.
However, this reading is not supported by details in Josephus' text. There is no hint that the two sages were furious about Herod's loyalty to Rome. The narrative does mention two other things, first, that Herod had disqualified himself as king because of his transgressions of the law (above), which implies that the eagle as a symbol of the ruler's power would be particularly offensive, and secondly, that the eagle was a 14.167 (implying that Herod violated the sixth commandment), and Vita 161 (implying the prohibition to work on the Shabbat). Related formulae in C. Ap. 1.67 and 2.267 concern Tyrian and Athenian laws.
The formula is not based on vocabulary in the Hebrew Bible, and the Septuagint has only one passage 28 concerns the construction of statues (ei)ko/nwn te a)nasta/seij) as well as the setting up of images of any living creatures (tinwn zw|&wn a)naqe/seij) in public.
The passage lacks an explicit quotation, but it is obvious that it concerns a paraphrase Augustus or Tiberius, or with his own portrait, as well as coins of Agrippa I see Meshorer, Ancient Jewish Coinage, vol. 2, 29, [44] [45] [46] [60] [61] Jewish Symbols, vol. 8, 124 , assumes that the majority of the Jews accepted the symbol of the eagle on Herod's coins as well as on the temple. 78 S. Mason, Life of Josephus. Flavius Josephus: Translation and Commentary (S. Mason ed., vol. 9, Leiden: Brill, 2001) , 59.
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Finally, the eagle's location may also have triggered the rebels' act. Josephus' description suggests that the eagle was located on top of the great gateway, i.e. the broad porch that gave access to the sanctuary itself. This means that the eagle must have been clearly visible for those within the court of the Israelites and the priestly court as long as they were not standing too close to the sanctuary's walls. 79 The 
Other Motivations for the Eagle's Demolition
The sages' encouragement and the youngsters' responses to the king, including noble death rhetoric, present the demolition of the eagle as a self-sacrifice on behalf of the 79 Hachlili, Ancient Jewish Art and Archaeology in the Land of Israel, 27; Schalit, König Herodes, The passage about the prohibition to fabricate images of living creatures in The Jewish War contains also a geographical marker: "for it was unlawful for the temple (kata\ to\n nao/n) to contain either images or busts or a work representing some living creature" (1.650, trans. Forte-Sievers, my emphasis).
ancestral laws and piety. This has a double reward: eternal glory and a happy afterlife.
As indicated above, Herod and the sages with their youthful followers are contrasted by their opposite attitudes to the ancestral laws. Herod is characterized as a transgressor of these laws (A.J. 17.150, 159) while the sages and the youths remain faithful to them at the cost of their lives (17.149, 150, 151, 152 and 159) . The 2.192, 196; A.J. 18.263, 266, 270 (context: Gaius' statue, ) for those about to die for the safety and the preservation of their ancestral customs." Dying nobly for the ancestral laws brings virtue and fame, which is, of course, a topos frequently articulated in Greek literature. 89 Josephus was well aware of this motif. 90 This passage concerns a particular voluntary statement, which builds on Greek traditions, expressing a decision to die when a violent death could be avoided in the form of "rather X noble death than Y shameful way of living on".
Several noble death passages in Josephus include such a statement about a voluntary death. 91 A most famous forerunner, echoed many times in later sources, is Plato's one of two things, to conquer or to die! For it is men thus minded who invariably conquer their opponents, since they enter the field with no other hope of life" (Polybius 15 .10, trans. E.S. Shuckburgh). 97 Josephus expresses a similar reasoning in Simon the Hasmonean's speech of encouragement before the battle against Tryphon in A. J. 13.198 . Simon refers to the exemplary self-sacrifice of his father and brothers and associates "clinging to life" (filozwi5a) with contempt of glory. 98 The motif also occurs in non-military contexts in Josephus. Antiquities 15.319 is critical about Herod's attitude to life in the context of his marriage with the high priest's daughter and Herod is blamed for living for his own pleasure. 99 Antiquities 17.152 about the destruction of Herod's eagle seems to build on the motif in a military context; life has to be sacrificed in a situation without prospect, for the sake of honor. The self-sacrifice on the battlefield is transposed to the conflict between ruler and youngsters. The king forces the youngsters, from their perspective, to stand up against his transgression of Jewish law and risk their life for the demolition of the godless symbol of his power.
In the double reward for the perpetrators, commemoration and afterlife, there is again a correspondence between the rebels' intervention and the fate of the 2.150, which concern the contemplative and pleasant life in the City of God as humankind's goal. put to death, they answered that after their death, they would even enjoy much greater bliss." (1.653; trans. Sievers-Forte). In War 1.650 the sages already refer to the immortality of the soul as a reward for those who die such a noble death. This articulation of the young men's reward for their noble deed in Greek terms is different from the posthumous vindication of the Maccabean brothers in 2 Maccabees, but closely corresponds to the immortality of the martyrs' soul as described in 4
Maccabees. 104 The notion of the immortality of the soul of the youngsters is not expressed in the eagle story in the Antiquities, but the difficult passage in A.J. 17.159 discussed above contains a hint at a posthumous reward that is similar to the youngsters' response to Herod in J.W. 1.653.
Conclusion
The demolition of Herod's golden eagle corresponds, especially in the version in The Jewish Antiquities, to passages about martyrdom. The narrative pattern includes the perpetrators' arrest, a dialogue with the ruler culminating in the rebels' unflinching confession, and finally their execution. Additionally, we find in Josephus' eagle passages several motifs that are important in martyr texts. These include, voluntary death, that is accepting death gladly for a good cause and not clinging to life in such a situation, dying for the ancestral laws as well as for piety, and a double reward, commemoration and praise by those who stayed behind as well as future generations, and a happy afterlife. In comparison to the parallel passage in The Jewish War, 104 4 Macc. 18:23; cf. 13:13 and 14:6. This is only one aspect of the martyrs' multifaceted afterlife in Josephus elaborates upon these motifs in the Antiquities considerably, but the content matter is basically the same in both narratives.
The eagle episode is essentially a clash of authorities between a radical group of Jews and their secular ruler. The two sages and their entourage could not accept, according to Josephus' reports, Herod's authority from the moment that he decided to do things that countered God's laws. The attitude of this group to the king's authority seems to be similar to that of Daniel and his companions according to Daniel 3 and 6, who could only remain obedient to the king's laws as long as these laws did not run counter to the laws of their God. Josephus mentions the rebels' radical relativization of Herod's laws in distinction to God's laws explicitly in A.J. 17.159 (above). In the context of such a fundamental conflict of authority, the eagle on the sanctuary's entrance must have felt as a terrible provocation. Being a well-known symbol of the king's power it must also have been considered a horrendous violation of God's laws as articulated in the second commandment, especially that close to the most holy place on earth. Herod's construction as a tyrant at the beginning and end of the Antiquities passage matches this worldview, only a tyrant could have thought of such a provocation. At the same time, it explains the reason for the rebellious deed and the youngsters' willingness to die for it.
The relevance of all this for the reading of Revelation is that the eagle episode helps us to imagine that violent deaths of Jesus followers may have been the result of their own actions. Revelation too constructs a fundamental clash between the divine realm and everything that is opposed to it. Josephus' noble death rhetoric is absent in Revelation, but both sources share the notion of voluntary death, the clash between the authorities of God and the ruler, as well as the posthumous vindication. Several details in Revelation, such as the eating of food sacrificed to idols (2:14, 20) or the
